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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and thematically analyze the pathologies of the online
evaluation system for the academic progress of high school students from the perspectives
of educational experts. This qualitative research employed a phenomenological approach.
The study population included secondary school teachers and educational specialists in
Kurdistan Province during the 2022-2023 academic year. Using purposive theoretical
sampling, 15 experts experienced in online assessment practices were selected. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed via open, axial, and selective
coding using NVivo software. Credibility was enhanced through participant validation,
analytical triangulation, and peer debriefing to ensure interpretive reliability. Thematic
analysis revealed three overarching categories of online evaluation pathologies:
instructional and infrastructural dysfunctions, human and managerial challenges, and
ethical and psychological complications. Eight subthemes were identified, including lack
of formative feedback, infrastructural deficiencies, limited digital competence among
teachers, academic dishonesty among students, parental interference, psychological stress,
decreased human interaction, and lack of digital culture. The findings indicate that How to cite: Abbasi, Gh., Mohamadi, M., Hasani
inadequate feedback, weak digital literacy, and unstable technological infrastructure are R (2028). nggjg'tcl(ﬁ”g'ﬁt'zr%f;gf Pathologies of
the primary factors undermining the effectiveness and fairmess of online evaluation Progress of High School Students from Experts’
systems in secondary education. The study concludes that despite the technological E?lrg?ec“"es' Cognition, Behavior, Learning, 2(4)
potential of online assessment, it remains constrained by structural, pedagogical, and

ethical deficiencies. Enhancing teachers’ digital competence, improving infrastructure,

and establishing clear ethical frameworks are essential steps toward strengthening the

validity, reliability, and equity of online evaluation practices.

Keywords: Online evaluation, academic progress, high school education, thematic

analysis, digital pedagogy, artificial intelligence, educational assessment
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid evolution of digital education has transformed the landscape of teaching, learning, and assessment
worldwide. Online assessment, as a core component of digital education ecosystems, has become a major
means of evaluating students’ academic progress, particularly following the global shift to remote learning
prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic (Nurhasan etal., 2024). As traditional assessment approaches struggle
to adapt to new learning environments, online evaluation systems have emerged as both a necessity and a
challenge for educators, especially in secondary education where students develop critical thinking, cognitive
flexibility, and self-regulated learning skills (Yang, 2024). Despite the increasing use of digital tools in
schools, the effectiveness and fairness of online assessment remain questionable due to issues of reliability,
accessibility, equity, and validity (Ahmad et al., 2025; Pefia & Galigao, 2025).

Formative and summative assessments serve distinct yet complementary purposes in education. Formative
assessment is designed to guide students’ learning progress by providing ongoing feedback, whereas
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summative assessment measures their overall performance and outcomes (Yang, 2024). When applied
effectively, the integration ofboth forms can improve students’ motivation and achievement. However, studies
indicate that poor implementation of digital assessment frameworks often leads to reduced engagement,
superficial learning, and loss of trust in the evaluation process (Beerepoot, 2023; Wijk et al., 2024).

The technological advancement of artificial intelligence (Al), data analytics, and automated feedback
mechanisms has revolutionized the concept of educational assessment (Dockens & Shelton, 2025; Kumar et
al., 2025). Al-powered systems are now capable of analyzing learner behavior, identifying weaknesses, and
offering personalized feedback (Dubey et al., 2025; Tariq, 2025). These innovations hold promise for
enhancing the objectivity and transparency of assessment processes. Yet, concerns persist about ethical
implications, algorithmic bias, and the diminished role of teachers’ professional judgment (Brian et al., 2024;
Tu etal., 2025). The balance between automation and human interaction has therefore become a critical theme
in contemporary assessment discourse (Paiva et al., 2025).

Globally, educational institutions are grappling with issues of infrastructure, digital literacy, and cultural
readiness that influence the effectiveness of online assessment (Thakre et al., 2024; Tonbuloglu, 2024). In
developing contexts, disparities in access to technology, internet connectivity, and device availability have
created significant inequalities among students (Begimbetova et al., 2023). Moreover, teachers’ lack of
training in digital assessment methods often results in inconsistent evaluation practices and limited feedback
quality (Bakar, 2025; Hurskaya et al., 2024).

Recent research highlights that while online assessment enhances flexibility and access, it also introduces
psychological and ethical challenges. Students frequently report increased stress, anxiety, and reduced social
interaction due to prolonged exposure to screen-based evaluation environments (Paiva etal., 2023). Similarly,
issues such as plagiarism, parental interference, and misrepresentation of identity have raised questions about
the authenticity and integrity of online assessments (Muhanguzi et al., 2025).

Despite these limitations, the potential of digital evaluation to support continuous, data-driven learning remains
significant. Studies suggest that when properly designed, online assessment platforms can foster collaboration,
adaptive learning, and real-time feedback loops that enrich the overall educational experience (Gupta &
Srivastava, 2024; Marzuki, 2023). However, the successful implementation of such systems requires
contextual adaptation, ethical guidelines, and systematic teacher training (Anwar, 2024).

In this light, exploring the pathologies—i.e., the underlying dysfunctions and vulnerabilitiess—of online
evaluation systems becomes essential. By understanding the technical, pedagogical, psychological, and ethical
flaws inherent in digital assessment structures, policymakers and educators can design more equitable and
effective systems (Hurskaya et al., 2024). Therefore, the current study aims to provide a thematic analysis of
the pathologies of the online evaluation system for the academic progress of high school students from the
perspective of educational experts.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a qualitative phenomenological approach to explore experts’ lived experiences
and perceptions of the challenges and dysfunctions within online assessment systems. The research was
conducted among 15 educational specialists and secondary school teachers in the Kurdistan Province during
the 2022-2023 academic year. Participants were selected through purposive theoretical sampling, emphasizing
diversity in teaching experience, educational background, and familiarity with digital evaluation platforms.
Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data, allowing open-ended exploration of the perceived
weaknesses and benefits of online assessment systems. Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and
was conducted either in person or via digital conferencing tools, depending on participant preference. All
interviews were recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis.
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Data analysis followed the three-step coding model proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1998), encompassing
open, axial, and selective coding. NVivo software facilitated data management, thematic categorization, and
concept mapping. Reliability and validity were strengthened through triangulation of data sources, peer
debriefing, and participant validation of the interpreted findings. The analysis continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved, with no new themes emerging from the final interviews. Ethical considerations,
including confidentiality and voluntary participation, were strictly observed throughout the study.

Findings

Thematic analysis revealed three overarching categories of pathologies in online evaluation systems: (1)
instructional and infrastructural dysfunctions, (2) human and managerial challenges, and (3) ethical and
psychological complications.

1. Instructional and infrastructural dysfunctions: Participants emphasized that online evaluation often fails
to accurately measure students’ actual learning outcomes. Problems such as lack of formative feedback,
inequitable grading, and insufficient alignment with learning objectives were frequently reported. Teachers
noted that unstable internet connectivity, limited access to digital tools, and absence of standardized evaluation
platforms severely restricted the validity and reliability of online assessments. Moreover, inconsistencies in
question quality and technical errors during exams undermined students’ trust in the system.

2. Human and managerial challenges: The study identified limited teacher training in digital pedagogy, low
student accountability, and excessive parental involvement as major obstacles. Teachers reported difficulties
in monitoring student performance and ensuring academic honesty in virtual settings. Students often
collaborated in unauthorized ways or received direct assistance from parents during online examinations.
Additionally, educators experienced challenges in time management, class control, and communication with
parents and administrators.

3. Ethical and psychological complications: Findings revealed heightened stress, eye strain, and reduced
motivation among students due to prolonged screen exposure and lack of direct human interaction. Teachers
also expressed frustration over diminished authority and professional identity in virtual learning spaces. Ethical
concerns such as plagiarism, impersonation, and misuse of digital resources were pervasive. In many cases,
parents’ interference compromised the authenticity of student work, while inadequate security mechanisms
allowed breaches of privacy and data integrity.

Collectively, the analysis identified eight key subthemes: (a) educational inadequacy, (b) classroom
management issues, (c) infrastructural limitations, (d) student-related dysfunctions, (e) teacher-related
dysfunctions, (f) parental interference, (g) physical and psychological distress, and (h) lack of digital culture.
These subthemes interact dynamically, creating a complex network of challenges that limit the effectiveness
of online assessment in secondary education.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that online evaluation systems, despite their transformative potential, remain
constrained by systemic, pedagogical, and ethical weaknesses. The inconsistency between the intended goals
of digital assessment and its practical implementation reflects a broader gap between technological innovation
and educational readiness. Although online assessment offers accessibility, flexibility, and automation, these
advantages are often overshadowed by deficiencies in reliability, fairness, and authenticity.

From an instructional standpoint, the lack of formative feedback mechanisms undermines one of the central
purposes of assessment: to support learning. Without continuous and personalized feedback, students perceive
evaluation merely as a summative task rather than a developmental process. Moreover, unequal digital access
exacerbates educational inequities, as students from underprivileged backgrounds are disproportionately
affected by infrastructural shortcomings.
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Human factors further complicate the assessment process. Teachers’ limited proficiency in digital tools,
coupled with the absence of institutional support, restricts their ability to design and implement effective
evaluation strategies. The findings highlight the need for systematic professional development programs that
equip educators with both technical and pedagogical competencies. Similarly, students’ lack of self-discipline
and the overinvolvement of parents point to the necessity of cultivating academic integrity and accountability
within virtual environments.

Ethical and psychological dimensions represent another critical layer of dysfunction. Online evaluation has
introduced new forms of academic dishonesty while simultaneously eroding interpersonal relationships
between teachers and students. The sense of isolation, coupled with the impersonality of algorithmic systems,
diminishes emotional engagement and intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, the absence of a digital ethical
framework allows misuse of technology and threatens data privacy, thereby compromising the moral
foundations of education.

In the context of developing educational systems, these findings underscore the need for an integrated reform
strategy that aligns technological infrastructure, teacher training, policy regulation, and cultural adaptation.
Creating a balanced ecosystem where human insight complements automated assessment is essential for
ensuring both efficiency and equity.

In conclusion, while online assessment represents a significant milestone in the modernization of education,
its current implementation reveals deep-seated pathologies that limit its educational value. The study highlights
the urgent necessity of addressing these structural and ethical deficiencies through evidence-based policy
interventions, teacher empowerment, and digital ethics education. Only by harmonizing technology with
pedagogy and human values can online evaluation systems truly fulfill their promise of enhancing learning
outcomes and educational justice in the digital era.
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